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Even as talks mediated by Organization of American States (OAS) secretary-general Cesar Gaviria
continue between the government of Venezuelan President Hugo Chavez and the increasingly
militant opposition, street protests and demonstrations by supporters of Chavez and the opposition
have escalated. While Gaviria says he is optimistic that the talks will lead to a negotiated solution
to the crisis (see NotiSur, 2002- 11-01), there seems to be little room for agreement, with Chavez
refusing to quit or call early elections and his opponents demanding that he hold an immediate
nonbinding referendum on his rule.
The opposition Coordinadora Democratica (CD) has given the government until Dec. 4 to agree to a
referendum or face an indefinite general strike to demand Chavez's immediate resignation. Chavez
was elected president in 1998 and won another national election in 2000. His current presidential
term is due to end in early 2007.
Chavez dismisses critics as "oligarchs" and brands most opposition protests as new attempts to
stage a coup. His opponents paint him as an aspiring [Cuban President] Fidel Castro and dismiss his
supporters as inconsequential. "There is no deep division here. Chavez supporters are the poorest
and most ignorant people in Venezuela," said one political scientist who argued that "such people
cannot rule our nation."

Gaviria calls for electoral solution
The OAS-sponsored talks began on Nov. 8, with the backing of the US-based Carter Center and the
UN Development Program (UNDP). Earlier in the week, an opposition march in Caracas delivered
what it said was more than two million signatures to electoral authorities calling for an immediate
referendum on whether Chavez should continue in the presidency.
On Nov. 14, Gaviria said that Venezuela "needs an electoral way out," one agreed upon by the
government and the opposition, if the country is to escape its ongoing political crisis. Gaviria
said "there is awareness on both sides that there is no way to escape the problems because of the
polarization the country is experiencing unless there is a common approach. There is no way out
that either of the parties could impose on the other."
As the talks continued, daily protests saw members of both groups taking more extreme positions.
"There were battles between the forces of the revolution and the counterrevolution, and there will
continue to be," said Lina Ron, one of the most militant members of the pro-Chavez Bolivarian
Circles. In an interview, Ron warned that violence will escalate unless the 80% of Venezuelans who
live in poverty gain access to education, housing, health care, and jobs. She said Venezuela's elite
always have been selfish. "So we are saying to them, if that's the way things are, I am preparing for
war."
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Anti-Chavez forces also have their agitators fueling the volatility in the divided country. Since
Oct. 22, more than 100 military officers have occupied Plaza Altamira in a wealthy eastern Caracas
neighborhood, calling it "liberated territory" and calling for Chavez to step down. "We are not coup
plotters," Gen. Pedro Pereira told a crowd of supporters recently. "If we were, we would have used
weapons, and there would have been bloodshed in Venezuela." But then he added, "Be attentive for
our call. You are the soldiers of freedom."
On Nov. 11, 14 officers and members of the CD signed a "democratic governability pact," calling for
a "restoration of democracy" in Venezuela after Chavez steps down. The officers say they will reject
any agreement that does not include Chavez's resignation, and they also insist that any agreement
bar Chavez from running in a future presidential election.
The government sent a letter to the OAS, UN, and Carter Center, deploring the pact between the
dissident officers and the opposition. "It is incomprehensible that some leaders of the Coordinadora
participate in the dialogue...while others sign a pact with coup-plotting military officers," the
letter said. "It is absolutely indispensable that these representatives of the Coordinadora clarify
whether their participation in the dialogue process is sincere, responsible, and democratic or, on the
contrary, whether they are playing a game of simulation to confuse the national and international
community."

Violence increases
Early Nov. 10, explosions caused by home-made bombs or grenades broke windows at the
headquarters of the anti-Chavez Confederacion de Trabajadores de Venezuela (CTV) and of the
opposition business association Fedecamaras. The blasts caused no injuries. No one claimed
responsibility, but CTV president Carlos Ortega blamed supporters of the president, saying the
attacks were part of a "diabolical strategy" by Chavez's government to try to disrupt the peace
negotiations.
Fierce clashes in downtown Caracas on Nov. 12 between the metropolitan police (Policia
Metropolitana, PM), which are controlled by Greater Caracas Mayor Alfredo Pena, a fierce Chavez
opponent, and Chavistas killed two people and injured several dozen. Venezuela's state news
agency Venpres accused PM officers of causing the violence by disrupting a peaceful city hall
protest. The demonstrators said Pena was inside plotting a coup against Chavez with Miranda state
Gov. Enrique Mendoza, and members of the CD.
Army and National Guard troops patrolled downtown Caracas on Nov. 13 to prevent further
outbreaks of violence. Referring to the clashes, Gaviria said, "We must not recreate at the
negotiating table what is happening in the streets."

Government takes over
Late Nov. 17, a bomb exploded in the parking garage at Globovision, an anti-Chavez television
station, destroying three vehicles but causing no injuries. The attack occurred hours after
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Globovision broadcast footage of a pro-Chavez demonstrator applauding and embracing the
member of the National Guard who fired on opposition protesters, station manager Alberto
Federico Ravell said. The station received several telephone threats before the bombing, he said.
Earlier that day, the Interior Ministry took control of the 9,000-member PM. Dozens of armored
military vehicles, backing several hundred National Guard troops, were deployed to enforce the
takeover.
Interior Minister Diosdado Cabello said Pena's failure to resolve a strike by some PM officers had
hampered operations and threatened public safety. The PM had become closely identified with the
opposition, often accompanying their marches more as participants than as police there to maintain
order and prevent violence. The government says the PM played a major role in April's shortlived coup. "I cannot permit the metropolitan police to continue trampling the people, violating the
people's rights," Chavez said during his weekly radio program. The president described the police
under Pena as "an armed spearhead of the opposition."
Chavez denied that the takeover violated constitutional norms. "Some are calling this a coup. Let
them say what they will....It is up the executive to see that the laws are observed," said Chavez. But
the opposition condemned the takeover as an illegal attack on the mayor's authority.
On Nov. 18, hundreds of Chavez opponents protested by blocking highways in Caracas. Few options
on the horizon Recent opinion polls indicate that Chavez, who won the 2000 elections with 60% of
the vote, maintains the "solid" support of at least 30% of the electorate. But more than half want
him to step down, according to some polls. However, even his most popular rivals in a hypothetical
presidential election do not have even half the support that Chavez has. Chavez would probably
maintain the presidency if faced with a fragmented opposition, which underlies the opposition's
insistence that Chavez be barred from running again.
A "revocatory" referendum would need at least 25% of the electorate to participate for the results to
be binding, and the total in favor of Chavez's departure would have to be more than the total votes
that put him in office. That would be difficult to achieve. Other approaches are being thought out,
such as a constitutional reform, subject to a referendum, to move general elections up to late 2003.
Gaviria appears to be leaning toward such a solution, but it is unlikely to satisfy the opposition's
demands for a quick solution.
On Nov. 18, the government and the opposition agreed to accept the decisions of the Tribunal
Supremo de Justicia (TSJ) regarding the current crisis. Gaviria said delegates to the talks also
affirmed their commitment to continue the dialogue despite the recent confrontations in the streets.
Meanwhile, two of the generals in the plaza Efrain Vasquez Velasco and Enrique Medina Gomez
urged the armed forces "to declare legitimate civil disobedience against the Chavez regime."
Medina Gomez also called for a general strike on Nov. 19, and urged other opposition sectors to join.
But there were increasing signs of splits within the ranks of the dissident officers and between them
and the civilian opposition.
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Medina Gomez criticized some civilian politicians for refusing to call a general strike. In an
interview, he said a nationwide strike is the opposition's last chance to remove Chavez. He urged
management at Venezuela's state-owned oil company (Petroleos de Venezuela, PDVSA) "to shut
down the country's economy." "There's no other way to put pressure [on Chavez]," Medina Gomez
said. He criticized the CD, saying some Coordinadora leaders were willing to wait for an August
vote on Chavez's administration. "Some actors in the Coordinadora have hidden political agendas,"
he said in the Four Seasons Hotel, which serves as the dissident officers' headquarters.
On Nov. 20, one of the Plaza Altamira officers, Capt. Pedro Sanchez, broke with the group, saying
they were stashing weapons and preparing for a violent confrontation. "I was fooled when they told
me that they sought a democratic solution when what they really had was a secret pact between
Carlos Ortega and Medina Gomez for a general strike that would try to generate disorder, violence,
and death so the Armed Forces could take political control of the country," said Sanchez in a press
conference. "For that, they have stockpiled weapons below Plaza Altamira and the Four Seasons
Hotel."

-- End --
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